Mr Myres on Verulamium 

by R. £, M. Wheeler 

I N the last patt of Antiquity (March 1938), Mr Nowell Myres has 
sajo certain things — many^of them excessively handsome things — 
about the excavation of Verulamium, and in particular about the 
Report which w&s written three or four rears ago and was published by 
the Society of Antiquaries two years ago. In his commentary there is 
much that he and 1 may allow to rest in our mutual understanding, 
ut '-heie is much else that claims no such sanctuary ; and since he 
himsed pleads guilty to the ‘ somewhat ungracious procedure * of having 
deliberately taken up not so much the positive achievements of the 
authors^ work at Verulamium as what may be termed its negative 
res u Us, 1 am tempted ior a tew pages to share his guilt and his : un- 
graciousness to deal, in short,, with one or two matters which have 
escaped Mr Myres and must therefore have escaped other critics, 

, Myres s main ^contention, that the work of excavation at 
enilamium was left unfinished in 1934, is as true as it is obvious. By 
an astonishing coincidence— for neither Mr Myres nor I knew that the 
other was writing— -a complete answer to this complaint was contributed 
by me to th e /I n iiqu&Ti$$ youTtinl for April 1 0*38, My own article was 
m page-proof before Mr Myres ’s appeared and, save for the addition 
ol a postscript, has not been altered,' In that article f briefly set forth 
a number of facts which, though they have been familiar to a widening 
circle of archaeologists since the end ot 1930, had seemingly failed to 
penetrate the enviable seclusion ot Tom Quad. Without again reoount- 
irE ^j ji ^*1®® I may recall that,, from the end of 1930 until the 

middle of 1937, the greater part of Belgic Verulamium (including a 
portion of Prae Wood) and the projecting part of the Early Roman city 
(the fosse ) were threatened by an impending rco-ft. arterial road*, 
the exact line of which defied agreement between the various interests 
ai.u authorities and could not yet therefore be anticipated by excavation, 
Conference succeeded conference throughout those years. First 
Commissioner after First Commissioner was initiated into the scheme 
y the Ancient Monuments Department ; one First Commissioner 
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actually surveyed the battle-field in person. Hospitality and argument 
were lavished upon those whose word might count a little one way 
or another. Indeed, on a review of that exciting epoch I am driven 
to the conclusion that Mr My res is the only person in Great Britain 
who was not rendered sleepless through intrigue and indigestion* But by 
now at least be fully understands the inwardness of our attitude towards 
those two vital parts of the Verulamium complex. So far from avoid- 
ing and evading them, we lived in daily contemplation of a £5,000 ‘ dig ! 
that should encompass both. 

The environment of Mr My res’ a criticism thus fades into 
nothingness, and Mr My res himself would gallantly be the first to 
admit it. His further complaint that in the Report there is ‘ no discus- 
sion of prospects for the future \ is, however, cogent enough. In 
future my excavation -re ports shall comprise two parts : Part I, what we 
did ; Part ii, what we didn’t. I speak seriously since, on looking 
again at the Verulamium Report, it is now clear to me that mymursory 
reference on p. 39 to the impending arterial road was insufficiently 
explicit to allay Mr My res ’s potential fears. Mr Myres scores. 

But Mr Myres does not always score. Indeed, I have a comfort- 
able fear that in several matters he is less than right. Take, for example, 
his reference to Belgic Verulamium : 

‘ Are we really to believe that this unimpressive group of earthworks in Prac 
Wood with its shadowy continuation to the south, with net a single identifiable 
hut-site and no intelligible western boundary was by itself the centre of Tasciovanua' 
power, . . ? Of two things at least we may be certain : his palate was not there 
and his mint was not there ; had they been, we can be sure that Dr Wheeler would 
have found them \ 

Mr Myres, by way of contrast with this nebulosity, proceeds to cite 
Belgic Colchester as a ‘ good example ’ of a Belgic city. 

' This appears to have consisted, as the recent excavations and surface field- 
work have shown, of a large central nucleus of solidly massed hut3, pits, and ditches 
originally protected by a great dyke which was totally obliterated soon after the 
Roman Conquest. This nucleus was surrounded by i wide area of country itself 
demarcated and enclosed by several more extensive lints of travelling earthworks, 
and probably containing- a number of less important and satellite kraals. Now 
while it is true that at Colchester, as at Verulamium, excavation has not yet struck 
either the king's palace or his mint, the Colchester complex has at least a recognizable 
ar.d thickly populated centre, in 3 omc part ot which they presumably lie. But 
Belgic Verulam, as revealed by Dr Wheeler, has no such centre, for by no stretch 
of imagination can the Prac Wood ditches be equated with the dense occupation 
on the Sheepen Farm site at Colchester 
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This comparison or, rather, contrast, can only be described as 
naive. It will suffice to say at once and quite bluntly that Mr My res ’s 
summary at the Prae Wood earthworks and their contents is a" mis- 
statement ot the essential laets. These facts ure, I claim, sufficiently 
idem in the Report ; in the Antiquaries journal paper (which, of 
course, Mr My res had not seen, when he wrote), I summarized them 
as i allows : 

: A long series of extensive cuttings proved that the Prae Wood earthworks 
are ot two dates, both within the half -century preceding the Roman invasion 
A fun her series ot cuttings (about fifty, all told) revealed, by trial and error, that the 
main Prae Wood ditch had continued southwards for over i,ooo yards through fields 
which now show no superficial indication of it. The plan had been bisected and 
terminated by palisades hl right-angles with the line of the earthwork, the terminal pal- 
's 1 ^. being sinuous as though to conform with the irregular margin or the woodland- 
clearing. Earthwork and palisades together imply a targe enclosure or enclosures 
ljust as three walls at right-angles to One another imply a room), and the whoie 
system was doubtless completed towards cite south-west by intact woodland, the 
main artificial oe.eisCe being on the (geologies I [yl more open hillside towards the 
north -cast. The result would be a large enclosure ot similar length and, likely 
enough, of approximately similar width to the second century Roman city ■ is. an 
enclosure from 150 to 200 acres in extent, J ' 

Within this large Ilelgjc enclosure, it need not be supcosed that the whole 
sunace Was covered with habitations, as were the smaller areas of some at least of 
our south-western oppitia. Caesar, on the contrary, describing just such sites as 
Relgic \crtjlammm, remarks that they were refuges alike for men and for cattle 
Excavation in 1931-3 suggested that our she had in fact fulfilled this dual role. An 
area of 4,000 sou are yards was systematically cleared behind the Prae Wood defences 
and was Found to be seamed with drainage-ditches literally filled with otcupation- 
debris. During the height of this, work it was not uncommon for one or even two 
oat-sacks full of Bclgic pottery to be brought away daily. Reside certain of the 
ditches were remains of cooking-ovens ; but, for the rest, the loose sandy soil 
hereabouts bail been completely riddled with tree- and 3hrub-rout3 and, above all, 
by the dense crop of bracken which makes the wood a veritable jungle in summer- 
time. Nothing is more destructive than bracken -roots of vestiges" such as post- 
heues , and even on an open BeJgic site such as that excavated with the utmost 
skill by Mr Hawkes and his colleagues at Colchester, the structural remains of hut- 
ments were, 1 understand, almost irrecoverable. Certain i: is that the Prae Wood 
sste, cleared slowly and with infinite care and patience by Mr Dermot Casey, had 
held BeJgic huts but retained no definitely recognizable vestiges of their timbering 
A smaller area cleared in 1932 by Mr Huntly Cordon near Prae Wood Farm showed 
similar evidence of ill-defined but abundant occupation. On the other hand further 
south u; Pond Field, nearer the centre of the complex, a restricted area, cleared by 
Ml- Casey, yieldec but slight evidences of occupation and mav have been entirely 
devoid of hutments. 

■ '1 hjs patchiness is exactly what we arc teaming to expect on a Belgic site, A 
typical lleigic oppuiniTi may turn out to have consisted in the main of a congeries of 
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separate hut-dusters^ uniced within a more or less defined territory but lacking the 
coherence of 2 Wessex vppidum* In the Latter, the fields and herds were wholly or 
largely extra-mural ; in Lne tormer, the fenced area was hable to include at least 
some considerable pan of the nearer farmland s. This is not the context to con- 
sider die interring divergences between easiem and western oppzdt t, nor is the 
n me yet lully ripe ; but the matter is one which will In due course deserve a full 
discussion. 

I have quoted this summary in full because it happens to deal, 
almost point lor point, with Mr My res 's difficulties. And one point in 
particular may oe further emphasized. On more than one occasion, I 
was tile happy spectator of the Colchester excavations to which Mr 
^re* reiCTs , and I state quite plainly chat, if from the Sheepen 
site be deducted all remains posterior to the Claud ian conquest, the 
atca excavated behind the Frae Wood earthworks was every bit as 
productive of pottery as was the Colchester site. True, the Colchester 
finds arc hir richer in foreign material, as befits a coastal site controlled 
by a far-sighted tyrant. But the nett evidence for population is closely 
smu.dx. And surely even the most cursory reader of the Verularruum 
Report must have been struck by the fact, tor example that a single 
group of Belgic pottery in Frac \Vood produced no fewer than seventy 
illustrated types. On turning to my plans, (e,g. PL xVi of the Report), 
1 nnd that I wrongfully omitted to indicate the exact extent of clearances, 
out I a ifirm here and now that anyone who may" be permitted to make 
further depredations in the Prae Wood game-coverts may increase his 
iieJgsc reserve almost ad mjimfrum. And again, in fairness Mr My res may 
be reminded that the Prae Wood excavations, although considerable, 
formed only a part of an immense and widespread task* and were 
naturally more restricted lq scope than the much, more concentrated 
and specialized Colchester excavations ; and yet the latter, no less than 
the 1 . 0 finer, have on Mr Mvres s admission failed to discover the palace 
and the mint — incidentally a far more productive mint than that of 
erulamium. Surely on all grounds Mr MyreTs comparison with. 
Lol Chester could scarcely have been less helpful to his self-imposed 
difficulty. 

2\ow as to die ( Fosse/ This was proved, by five complete and 
many partial sections producing a large mass of evidence which was 
examined sherd for sherd by those best qualified to pass judgment, to 
d^te iiom ihe third quarter of the first century A.m The large squarish 
area which it enclosed was accordingly identified, inconiroveriibiy, as 
the main area of the early Roman city, (Mr Mvres, without discussion, 
uses the phrase L optimistically labelled “ early 'Roman city ” \ but Mr 
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My res is there being merely naughty, and the phrase may be passed 
over), Mr Mvres now knows why this early city has not been more 
extensively explored. Rut he is wrong when he states that 1 not even 
a trial trench lias been dug ' in it. The south-eastern side of the 
1 Fosse f enclosure could not be iullv determined, but on any showing 
the large temple -precinct south-west of the theatre was well within 
it. Now the numerous and extensive trenches cut to the natural 
surface in the course of the exploration of the precinct in r 934 revealed 
Claud tan pottery and coins but no p re -Claud tan deposit. They are 
referred to in the Report, p. tj s> blit Mr My res has overlooked^ their 
significance, So far as it goes (and it goes some way) this may slightly 
modify Mr My res '5 predilection for the area of the Fosse enclosure as 
an alternative Relgic city. It can scarcely be doubted Indeed that the 
Belgic city spilled over its formal boundaries and that there were huts 
or even hut-dusters here and there upon the Fosse 51 hillside; similarly 
I can show Mr Myres the remains of Roman buildings some hundreds 
of yards beyond the formal boundaries ol Roman Verulamium. Rut 
when he remarks * Is Prae Wood, perhaps, only an outlying element of 
a once larger whole ? ’ and looks for J other and more central elements ' 
on the hillside within the fosse, he is forgetful of the fact that the Belgic 
earthwork -system of Prae Wood, etc., faces outwards towards this 
hillside and would therefore exclude any settlement there situated. In 
his effort to turn Belgic Veruiamium. upside-down, it is to be feared that 
Mr Myres has merely turned it inside out. 

Two further points, and this private interchange between Mr Myres 
and myself shall cease. Commenting upon the later Roman defences, 
Mr Myres remarks : * Dr Wheeler makes an overwhelming case for 
placing the construction of the defences in the second century ; it 
must however be said that the Hadrianic date which he presses seems 
hardly warranted bv the evidence which he gives. ... A very close 
parallel might be quoted from the Aldborough excavations of 1935. 
There too a Hadrianic date for the walls at first seemed certain . . . 
but the presence of two or three possibly Antonin e sherds ... has 
convinced the excavators that the defences of [Aldborough] cannot be 
safely dated before the reign of Pius ’. Let us dispose of the latter part 
of this statement first, Mr Myres has recently given to the Society of 
Antiquaries a full and exceedingly frank account of the Aldborough 
excavations, and has admitted that, after no less than three seasons' 
work — in the course of which not a single complete and definitive section 
. was cut through the defences and not a single gateway was tackled — the 
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original date or their construction is still uncertain within a margin of at 
least half a century, Mr My res will be well advised to sayveryJtttle about 
Aldborough until one or more further seasons' excavations there has 
straightened out this fragmentary and inconclusive piece oi’ work. At 
Verulamium, three large gateways and two wall- towers were completely 
excavated, three large sections were cut completely through the defences, 
and the whole of the southern comer with its complex ditch -system was 
laid bare. The work was supervised in detail and independently by 
Mias Kenyon, Mr P. R. Bail lie Reynolds and Mr Dermot Casey. The 
datable evidence recovered was immense in quantity, every sherd was 
carefully examined by all of us, every fragment of Samian teas seen by 
J.)r Davies Pryce, and special] v significant pieces were referred also to 
Dr Felix Oswald. The result was absolute unanimity of diagnosis 
within a margin of ten years, which is ys near as second -century pottery 
will take us. In summarizing the discussion I observed that ‘ the great 
mass of pottery scaled by the defences consists of types not likely to be 
later than c. a.d. rao, whilst the latest datable sherds— onlv two or 
three in number — need not be later thart c. a,d. 130, and are in any case 
unlikely to be later than c. a.d, 140^-50. The extreme scarcity of these 
relatively late sherds {which, be it interpolated, are fully recorded in 
the Report) supports an early dating for them within the margin of 
possibility’ (Report, p.75). And then- although Mr My res omits 
to recall the latitude of its judgment— the Report concludes : * On all 
grounds, positive and negative, the evidence abundantly confirms a date 
not later than the second quarter of the second century a.d. for the re- 
fortification of Verulamiutn, with a strong indication that the work 
occurred rather in the reign of Hadrian than in that of Pius ’—but, be 
it observed, not excluding more than half of (he reign of Pius as a 
possibility : Mr Myres’s treatment of the whole matter is, shall we 
say, a little out of focus. 

Finally, there is the question of the publication of Roman pottcry- 
types. Two points arise : what should be done, and what has been 
done. M to the former my view, and the view of others, is this : that 
in dealing with a vast and complex site such as Verulamium, fraught 
with historical implications of the first magnitude, the main report 
should confine itself mostly to the statement and illustration of such 
evidence as is of primary historical significance— evidence bearing, 
notably, upon the dating of structures and so indicating the material 
vicissitudes of the site. The converse process — the assessmen t of the 
bearing of those vicissitudes upon the grouping and classification of 
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ceramic (and other) evidence in detail — is a secondary work, ncccssarv 
in itself but less undent and vital. And as to the second point — what 
in tact has been done at Verulamium in the publication of Roman 
pottery— I will briefly state the facts without comment. Mr My res 
grudgingly observes : 4 It is indeed remarkable that drawings of as many 
as 84 Roman pots have somehow been squeezed in 1 to the Report"; 
although 4 from the later periods, the third and fourth centuries, 
practically no pottery has yet been illustrated at all \ Now Mr My res 
has a growing reputation as a scholar and it is unnecessary to remind a 
scholar of the literature of his subject. I3ut> since he omits to do so, [ 
must remind his readers that Miss Kenyon s paper on the Verulamium 
theatre, published in Archaeologia LXSXIV (1934) to relieve the main 
Report, illustrates a further 32 Roman pottery- types, mostly of the fourth 
century ; and that nz sectional drawings of pots from the Verulamium 
cemetery at St. Stephens have been published in the Transactions of ike 
St, Albans and Hertfordshire Architectural and Archaeological Society, 
r 935i by Dr Norman Davey, who worked in dose liaison with the 
Verulamium Committee. Attention is drawn to his w x ork in the Report, 
p. 135. VV'ith a total of 32S published drawings to its credit, I affirm that 
the Roman pottery of Verulamium has been given a flying start. 

The last word in this rejoinder, however, shall rest with a more 
discerning judge than either Mr Myras or myself.’ I am reminded 
opportunely that that great man, Mr Bertram Wooster, has laid down 
for all time the fundamental principle of attack, and I would commend 
it to Mr My res ’s earnest thought : ‘ The first thing you need in matters 
ol tins kind, as every general knows, is a thorough knowledge of the 
terrain. Not know the terrain and where are you ? Look at Napoleon 
and that sunken road at Waterloo. . . J Mr Wooster then adds two 
characteristic words which I omit in the present context. 
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